Evolutionary biologists in the US got a little early seasonal cheer in December with a detailed and comprehensive attack on the increasingly widespread notion of intelligent design. A Pennsylvania judge ruled that it could not be taught alongside Darwin's theory of natural selection in biology classes.
Dover Area School Board members violated the Constitution when they ordered that its biology curriculum must include the notion that life on Earth was produced by an unidentified, intelligent cause, the US district judge, John Jones, said.
"The citizens of the Dover area were poorly served by the members of the board who voted for the intelligent design policy," Jones wrote.
The board's attorneys had said members were seeking to improve science education by exposing students to alternatives to Charles Darwin's theory of natural selection. Intelligent-design proponents argue that it cannot fully explain the existence of complex life forms.
The plaintiffs challenging the policy argued that intelligent design amounts to a secular repackaging of creationism, which the courts have already ruled cannot be taught in public schools. The Dover policy required students to hear a statement about intelligent design before ninth-grade biology lessons on evolution. The statement said Charles Darwin's theory is 'not a fact', has inexplicable 'gaps', and refers students to an intelligent-design textbook, Of Pandas and People, for more information.
But the judgement amounted to a coruscating attack on the intelligent design case. "Our conclusion today is that it is unconstitutional to teach intelligent design as an alternative to evolution in a public school science classroom," the judge said. Unsurprisingly, proponents of intelligent design did not accept the judge's ruling. A key part of their campaign has been to 'teach the controversy', flagging up the claims to be an alternative to the Darwinian view. They have exploited the expectation of
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Growing challenge of Darwin's detractors
The recent US court defeat for the teaching of intelligent design alongside Darwin's theory of natural selection in biology classes is unlikely to stall proponents from continuing to push their claims. Nigel Williams reports.
Americans to hear both sides of a genuine argument and are therefore keen to keep their ball in that court. They were hugely bolstered in August 2005 when President Bush, in his opinion, believed that both sides of the evolution argument should be heard.
In tune with the right-ward shift in American opinion, the overwhelmingly evangelical Christian backers of intelligent design have been raising their profile and advancing the theory as science and not theology. They like to highlight holes in the evolutionary chain, arguing that the science of evolution has many unproven elements and does not deserve preferential treatment.
Stephen Meyer, the vice-president of the Discovery Institute in Seattle, a major centre for intelligent-design work, said: "A designer that acted in the past is no more or less observable than the Darwinian processes. So on that standard both are equivalent."
Following the Dover decision the Discovery Institute said: the "decision is an attempt by an activist federal judge to stop the spread of a scientific idea and even to prevent criticism of Darwinian evolution through government-imposed censorship rather than open debate, and it won't work." John West, associate director of the Center for Science and Culture at the institute, said: "Anyone who thinks a court ruling is going to kill off interest in intelligent design is living in another world." "Americans do not like to be told there is some idea that they aren't permitted to learn about… It used to be said that banning a book in Boston guaranteed it would be a bestseller. Banning intelligent design in Dover will likely only fan interest in the theory."
The Intelligent Design network in Kansas suggested that the judgement had actually backed religion. It said: "The twisted decision of the court in Dover effectively establishes a statesponsored ideology that is fundamental to non-theistic religions and religious beliefs. By outlawing the inference of design that arises from observation and analysis, the court has caused the state to endorse materialism and the various religions it supports." While US biologists must be bracing themselves for further intelligent-design assaults, the results of an opinion survey in Britain revealed unexpected results. As home to Darwin, who features on the back of one of the country's major banknotes, expectation was that evolution would be more embedded in the minds of the population. But in a new survey carried out to accompany a BBC Horizon programme on intelligent design screened last month, the results threw up some surprises.
Just under half of Britons accept the theory of evolution as the best description for the development of life, according to the poll. But more than 40 per cent of those questioned believe that creationism or intelligent design should be taught in school science lessons. The survey was conducted by Ipsos MORI for the programme.
More than 2,000 participants took part in the survey, and were asked what best described their view of the origin and development of life: 22 per cent chose creationism, 17 per cent opted for intelligent design, 48 per cent selected evolutionary theory and the rest did not know. Andrew Cohen, editor of Horizon, said: "I think that this poll represents our first introduction to the British public's view on this issue. Most people would have expected the public to go for evolutionary theory, but it seems there are lots of people who appear to believe in an alternative theory for life's origins."
When given a choice of three descriptions for the development of life on Earth, people were asked which one or ones they would like to see taught in science lessons in British schools: 44 per cent said creationism should be included, 41 per cent said intelligent design and 69 per cent said evolution should be included as part of the science curriculum.
The findings prompted surprise from the scientific community. 
